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ABSTRACT
Newspapers in the United States have been a prominent source ofinfonnation for the
public. Many Americans receive the information that is contained in the daily newspaper.
However, African-Americans do not always benefit from the communication and news that
the newspaper prints. Factors that contribute to the lack of readership among African 
Americans are common among the African-American community. Some ofthese depend on
the income, age, and educational attainment of African-Americans. Other reasons that the
Black community is not interested in reading newspapers are that they do not feel that
newspapers contain information that is pertinent or important to them. The fact that many
African-Americans own television or radios comes into focus also. This is a factor because
Blacks would rather watch television or listen to the radio to receive the news. However,
over 61 % of African-Americans do read the newspaper on a daily basis.
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CHAPTER I
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Newspaper managers have been concerned with their audiences since the newspaper
has become a mass media. The clearer it became that the newspaper success depended on
public acceptance, the more interest newspaper managers took in their reading audience.
Newspapers are dependent on audience acceptance and research on readership is one of the
most extensive research areas.
Who reads the newspaper, how often ? To find out, it is essential to observe readers
and to question them . The changing reading habits shown in statistics of readership are
reflected in the evidence from surveys of the reading (and non-reading) public. Establishing
and measuring readership is itself a fairly recent development in the long history of
newspapers.

The Audience
Newspaper readership is defined and measured in a variety ofways. It can be defined
as anyone who looks at a newspaper, but almost everyone would fit in this category.
Generally, readership is defined in terms ofthe number ofpeople who read a paper on a given
day or over the course of a particular week (Bogart, 1987).
Newspapers measure their audience to satisfy the demands of advertisers who
compare media in terms of the number and kinds of people who can be reached with a
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particular budget (Stone, 1987). Audience studies focus attention on the number of
characteristics of reader, as opposed to the number of copies sold.
At any age level, people that are older, ofhigher income and education are most likely
to be heavy users and seekers of information and regular newspaper readers. Therefore,
media executives realize in order for their newspapers to survive economically, they have to
reach the affluent middle and upper class. Virtually every study of newspaper readership
supports this finding, over a period of 40 years (Schramm & White, 1947). Although there
are individual exceptions - some young, less-educated, and poorer people are frequent
newspaper readers - this overall finding will prevail. It should also be noted that income and
education are two closely linked demographics: people with more educational attainment are
likely to have higher incomes (Stone, 1987).
The African-American Audience

In studies of race as a readership predictor, virtually all findings indicate minorities
- and most research has dealt specifically with blacks as a large and growing minority 
are less likely to be newspaper readers than whites (Stone, 1987). Minorities are more
likely to fall into the non-reader category based on other demographics African-Americans
likely to have less educational attainment, to be lower socioeconomic groups, and to be
younger (since African- Americans are an increasing racial group).
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Older better-educated blacks rely more on the newspaper that their younger, lesseducated counterparts.

A study found that when African-Americans are matched

demographically with whites, newspaper readership levels for blacks are even higher than
those for whites (Friedman, 1985). On the question of face:
Blacks have been found not to read newspapers with
The same degree of frequency as whites, but there is
evidence this group may become (or be encouraged to
become) a more significant client for newspapers
(Friedman, 1985).
The black middle class is defined as families having income above $15,000 a year and
a white-collar job (Martindale, 1986).

This specific population of African-Americans

constitutes one-third of the African-American population (Martindale, 1986). The total
African-American population is 11.5%. When the newspaper - reading patterns of AfricanAmericans were compared with those of White majority it is apparent that they reflect the
more general social disadvantage of African-American society. It is not surprising that daily
newspaper readership is lower among African-Americans than among Whites. What may be
even more surprising is that readership is as strong as it is. Among Whites, 66% read a
newspaper "yesterday" and 61 % of African-Americans read a newspaper "yesterday"
(Bogart, 1987).
Present readership patterns can be derived from past experiences. Only 66% of
African-Americans say they had a newspaper at home as a child, whereas 82% of Whites had
a newspaper in their home as a child (Bogart, 1987). However, proportionately as many
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African-Americans as Whites report that the teacher used the newspaper in school when they
were children.
One reason why African-American adults read fewer newspaper is that more of them
are in the youthful age bracket, in which readership is generally lower among Whites as well.
46% of the African-American population in 1987 was under the age of 25.

The

corresponding figure for Whites was 37%. The difference in the age distribution of the two
groups makes the subjects of African-American readership, recruitment, and proper
representation in content all the more vital for newspapers as they contemplate the next
generation of readers (Bogart, 1987).
Another demographic fact that supports the same point is that there is now a
considerable difference in the urban concentration of Whites and African-Americans. Before
World War II, the typical African-Americans lived in the rural South.

A remarkable

transformation has taken place with 82% of the African-American population living
metropolitan areas by 1987 and 60% in the central cities (Bogart, 1987).
Yesterday's statistics on the African-American population are rapidly updated. The
proportion ofAfrican-American high school graduates rose between 1970 to 1987 from 13%
to 60%. The proportion of the African-American population is rapidly outdated. The
proportion of the African-American over 25 that had been to high school went from 26% to
79%. That kind ofdramatic revolutionary change carries with is a great many consequences,
among them a greater familiarity with the printed word (Bogart, 1987).
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In spite of the special barriers imposed by physical appearance and racist condition,
there might be reason to expect that the new resident of the cities will be acculturated as their
predecessors were and that as they are brought closer to the mainstream levels ofincome and
education, they will become regular newspaper readers. This exception might be especially
strong in the case of the millions of African-Americans are newcomers to the urban scene.
African-American Income and Education

In comparing the media habits of African-Americans with those of Whites, there are
subjects that do not deal only with race. African-Americans and Whites live in different areas
and in different neighborhoods - although they are in the same area many times. They have
different average age levels and tremendous differences in average income and education.
When African-Americans are compared with Whites at the same given level of education or
income, the racial differences in reading frequency diminish, but they do not disappear.
Among African-Americans as among Whites, newspaper readership is greatest among
people living in larger metropolitan areas and among those of high income and education.
Even when we try to compare African-Americans and Whites at comparable social levels, race
does make a difference. There are a number of explanations for this:
.:. Within any given educational or income bracket, the average level is generally
below that for Whites, so that the two groups are never strictly identical.
.:. Ifnewspaper readership among African-Americans is less than among Whites, that
reflects in part a sense of disengagement of alienation from the society that the
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newspaper reports on and from the society that the newspaper reports on and
from the civic entity that the newspaper represents.
•:. Within any given income or social class level, differences in readership between
Blacks and Whites might also reflect differences in response to the contents ofthe
paper itself. There might be the sense on the part of the Black reader that the
paper underreports news that is of direct relevance and interest, the events that
affect his life, the people that he knows, thinks about, and to whom he relates.
•:. There might also be the simple explanation of vocabulary. The language that
newspapers use is not the language that some Black people feel comfortable with.
It does not represent the cadences oftheir own speech.
•:. There is another very important reason why there is such a large difference
between Black and White newspaper readership: the
disintegration of the delivery system in the inner cities. (Bogart, 1987)
A mobile reader group with uncertainties about employment always has been a problem
for publishers in this portion of American journalism. High unemployment and rising costs
of living exacerbate the problems of selling subscriptions. Even advertisers have excuses
about why they do not appeal to blacks. They claim that black readers do not have the
income to spend on more products or services and that to reach those with adequate income
it is not necessary to buy space in the media, since so many ofwhat the advertising profession

calls "upscale Blacks" read the media (Wolsely, 1989).
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Although the urban poor generally do not read mass circulation daily newspapers, some
real evidence by the newspaper ofconcern about their activities and problems might convert
them into readers - a situation that could only be helpful to many financially beleaguered big
city dailies. In addition, suburban Black readers need more information about the frustrations
and living conditions of residents of the ghetto, if they are to have a realistic picture of the
society in which they live.
Why African-Americans Do Not Read Newspapers
Newspapers represent a unique force for social cohesion. There is no other medium of
communication that has the same socially integrative function. By providing a common pool
of information, newspapers bind together people who live in a particular geographic area and
share interest that come from the same environment, the same problems, and common
politics. Thus, newspapers exert a force that tends to reduce social distance - the mutual
sense of apartness between different groups - and thus work to eliminate social differences.
Historically, Blacks have been ignored or under represented in news coverage. The
Kerner Commission reported, after interviewing ghetto residents and middle-class blacks, that
most persons they interviewed believed that the media are instruments of the white power
structure and are guided by the interests of the white community.
Media executives realize that in order to survive economically, they have to reach the
affluent middle and upper classes, who are the major purchasers ofinformation and the people
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the big advertisers want to reach. Thus, stories about the powerless and the disenfranchised
tend not to be assigned , because they are thought to have little appeal to such an audience.
The problems of distributing newspapers in the ghetto represent the one qualifier to a
statement that could otherwise be made: In the United States today, there are no racial
differences in the physical accessibility of media. There are differences in the economic
accessibility of publications because of their cost. Almost everybody has a radio and a
television set. And everyone has access to a great variety of publications. In Black areas
these publications overwhelmingly reflect the society as a whole.

CHAPTER II
THE STUDY OF NEWSPAPER READERSHIP

Introduction

Newspapers are mass media publications devoted to presenting and commenting on the
news. Newspapers are used by some to keep them informed and abreast of current events.
As daily, weekly, biweekly, monthly and special interest publications , newspapers are
permanent records of history. Newspapers in the United States date back to the American
Colonies.

In 1960, Benjamin Harris of Boston founded the first newspaper, Publick

Occurrence Both Foreign and Domestic.
From the first handwritten newssheets posted in public places in 59 BC in Rome to the
first electronic newspapers produced in 1980 in the United States, newspapers continue to
be in the forefront of delivering news and shaping public opinion. In fact, in this age of
electronic media, many people still enjoy newspapers for they can be read at one 's
convenience, comfort and pace.
Newspapers, in comparison to other major news media, can cover more news in
greater detail than television, radio and newsmagazines. It should be noted that some forms
of mass media, including radio and television, depend on the printed word of the newspaper
for stories, leads, reports and assignments.
Whereby electronic media's reports are succinct and rapid, newspapers detail the
latest developments in various fields. Government, politics, sports, science, business, and the
arts are among the regular news stories and features. Entertainment is provided through
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comic strips, advice column, crossword puzzles and entertainment guides. Informative
features include weather updates, fashion and health. Human interest and special events give
newspapers their local flair.
In the United States, there are nearly 2,000 daily newspapers . In 1998, the circulation of
the top 20 U.S. dailies exceeded 13,583,600.
A decline in newspaper readership was stabilized in 1990. While copying format changes
ofother newspapers often fails to stem readership loss, individual newspapers addressing their
community's preferences have increased readership. An interest in addressing the needs of
the African-American community led me to this research project.

The Research Project
Research provides the opportunity for investigation of a particular subject, question or
idea. Much research is done in scientific areas to develop new processes and products. But
in other fields, research is the collection or pre-existing information and data.

There are two types of research: basic and applied. Basic research is sometimes called
simply research. Basic research aims at a better understanding ofa particular subject. There
needs not be any practical use for the basic research. Basic researchers explore questions.
Following the work ofmost basic researchers, this thesis consisted ofthe following steps:
I)

Defining the Question/Concern/Problem

2)

Researching and studying existing information

3)

Forming a hypothesis

(17

'3lJ!A~AJns

(~

uorsnpuoo B ZJU!MBJQ
U0!lUUIJO~ ZJU!lJ~nOJ

ptre

11

The Question?
The Problem?
The Concern?

To determine African-American 's readership ojdaily newspaper, including their perceptions
offair, objective and unbiased coverage.

Many of the occurrences that the African-American community face stem from
lack of information to make informed decisions on situations that affect them on a daily
basis. News media outlets provide African-Americans with the means to stay abreast of
current events, issues and policies. But, are Blacks despondent because they think there is
a lack of positive and adequate coverage of issues that affect them? Or are there other
factors that make African-Americans unaware of their current plight?
As an African-American college student, and a potential journalist, the dilemma
facing the African-American culture is one that can not be ignored. As America braces for
the new millennium, African-Americans must find solutions so that this unique culture will
not become one of extinction. Foremost in a solution, is finding the stem of the problem.
I was interested in investigating the readership of the daily newspaper by African
Americans in Shreveport, Louisiana. As a lifelong resident from Shreveport, I wanted to
learn how citizens feel about the coverage of events and news that directly impact African
Americans in my hometown.
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Therefore, I chose to examine the state of African-Americans today by seeking: to
determine African-American 's readership ofdaily newspapers, including their
perceptions offair. objective and unbiased coverage.
The Hypothesis
.:. Educational attainment, age and income of African-Americans play a
significant role in their readership of daily newspapers.
•:. African-Americans believe that they are inadequately and unfairly
represented in coverage by daily newspapers.
Surveying and Collecting Information
Background: Statistical methods help people identify, study and solve many problems and
enable them to make good decisions about uncertain situations. In sciences that deal with the
behavior of individuals or groups of people, surveys are often used to collect evidence. A
survey is a study that measures people's attitudes and activities by asking the people
themselves.
In research, data can be collected from a population or from a sample . A population

is the entire group affected by the problem or concern of interest, while a sample is only a
portion of a population.
Method: The researcher used a simple random sample survey. A simple random sample
is a process in which all possible samples of the same size have an equal probability of being

selected . Research shows that sample sizes vary greatly depending on the purposes of a
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study. However, research documents that most national professionally conducted public
opinion polls are based on samples consisting of from 500 to 2,000 people.
The African-American population in Shreveport, Louisiana hovers around 100,000.
As compared to national polls, this researcher was working with a much smaller total
population was chosen to survey.
The Survey Instrument: The researcher devised a 22-question survey . Most questions

could be answered in a simple check (4) format for yes, no, or do not know. Several
questions allowed respondents to write their opinion in spaces provided.
This is the introductory statement accompanying the survey:

READERSHIP SURVEY

This survey is to assess the readership ofdaily newspapers among African
Americans in Louisiana. Your answers and the information gathered via the survey are
strictly confidential. The data will be used for a research project by Southern University
Honors College student Ayodele E. Anderson to fulfill her Honors Curriculum
requirements. Please answer the following questions as adequately and truthfully as
possible.
Thank you so much for your time.

Ayodele E. Anderson

The survey follows on the next two pages:
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Survey of Newspaper Readership
Directions: Please Check (4) your response.
1. Do you read the newspaper?
Yes

__No (If no, skip to question # 18)

2. If yes, how often do you read the newspaper?
__daily

once a month

once a week

3. Which sections do you read? (check all that apply)
__sports

classified

__editorials __living

COIll1CS

__front page news

business

obituaries

__society pages/weddings
4. Which section do you enjoy most?

5. Do you subscribe or buy the newspaper from a newsstand/store?
subscribe

__buy

6. As an African-American, do you feel that the daily newspaper you read has stories that
relate to you?
__daily

__sometimes

__rarely

never

7. Do you feel that African-Americans, as well as items of interest to African-Americans,
are represented well in the newspaper?
Yes

No

Do not know

8. Do you think that African-Americans receive fair and/or equal representation in
newspapers?
Yes

No

Do not know

9. Do you believe the daily newspaper portrays African-Americans in a negative light?
Yes

No

Do not know
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10. Do you believe that African-Americans views are expressed in editorials?
aU the time

most of the time

some of the time

_ _rarely

never

11. Do you feel that the newspaper you read is written for the Caucasian population?
- - Yes

- -No

Do not know

12. Does the newspaper adequately cover African-American events?
Yes

- -No

- -

Do not know

13. If your answer is yes to the above question, is it quality coverage and photos?
Yes

No

Do not know

14. Do you think there are enough African-American reporters at daily newspapers?
-

- Yes

- -No

- -Do not know

15. Do you feel that African-Americans are given equal opportunities in employment at
daily newspapers?
Yes

- -No

- -Do not know

16. Do you feel that African-American journalists show favoritism to African-Americans
when the journalist is writing about African-Americans (whether it is good or bad)?
Yes

- -No

- -Do not know

17. What can be done to improve existing newspapers to make them more interesting to
the African-American community?

18. What is your yearly household income bracket?

_ _$ up to $10,000 _ _$11,000-25,000 _ _ $26 ,000-50,000
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_$51,000-75,000

$76,000 and above

19. Sex:

Male

Female

20.21. Age:

18-25

26-40

22. Education: __less than high school

__some college

41-55

56 and above

__high school diploma

__college graduate ---post graduate

23. If no, why don't you read the newspaper? (Check all that apply)

does not interest me

costs too much

---prefer the television/radio news

do not have time

do not think about it

__does not talk enough about African-Americans

_ _other (explain)

Thank you for your input and time.

JOHN B. CADE LIBRARY
ARCH IVES DEPARTMENT

_
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Administering tbe Survey: The researcher aimed to get a wide array of people of various

ages, income levels, socioeconomic backgrounds, gender, educational attainment levels and
life experiences.
In an attempt to have representation from every component ofthe African -American
community, the researcher visited various public locations. One locale was at a service and
social organizations meeting. This group encompassed many of the various target groups,
including various ages, income levels, and gender. However, in this group, most did have
college degrees. In order to attain a larger scope ofvarious people, the surveyor administered
the survey in the shopping mall. The researcher tried to approach people ofdifferent ages and
sexes especially. Next, an appeal was made at one of the largest African-American churches
during their 8:00 a.m, worship service. The members of this church were receptive and the
survey was randomly given out in some of the adult Sunday School classes. At a planning
meeting for another churches Cantata, the survey was administered. The group at this
particular church was chosen because of the churches location in one of the communities
lowest socioeconomic areas. This group's income level and their educational attainment
would give a broader view ofthe sample. Lastly, the survey was administered at a barber and
beauty salon that caters to men and women. The researcher found a Diaspora of people that
included everything that was being sought.
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Analysis:

newspaper.

The researcher found that a majority of African-Americans adults read the
Specifically, over 95% of those surveyed responded "yes" to readership

(newspaper readership bar graph).
With nearly 70% of respondents reading the newspaper of a daily basis (readership

frequency bar graph) , 57% felt that African-Americans, as well as items of interest to
African-Americans are not represented well in the newspaper (representation pie chart).
Furthermore, they overwhelmingly feel that African-Americans do not receive fair and equal
representation in newspapers (fair representation pie chart).
Daily readers see the portrayal of African-Americans as being negative (negative

portrayal bar graph). Compounding their concern, 55% do not observe enough coverage
of events on and of interest to AfricanAmericans (events pie chart). Many of the written responses address a perceived lack of
attention to events important to the African-American community.

CHAPTER III
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
CONCLUSIONS
.:. Educational attainment, age and income of African-Americans play a
significant role in their readership of daily newspapers.
•:. Ninety-five percent of those surveyed for this thesis are also newspaper
readers. The survey proves that the higher number of readers are more
educated, more mature and have higher household incomes.
•:. African-Americans believe that they are inadequately and unfairly
represented in coverage by daily newspapers. Overwhelmingly, the research
shows that African-Americans feel strongly that they are not represented
fairly, adequately and objectively in newspapers. Readers
also observe the lack of coverage of events in the African-American
community.
Prior Results and Research:
The research was consistent with prior findings on the readership of the newspaper
by adults in America. In 1966, the Scarborough Report found that newspapers reach a
majority of adults in the United States. Research also documents that readership increases
with household income, education, and age.
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Observations:
One respondent was legally blind and commented that the newspaper does not take

this disability into consideration with type sizes; thus , he is not afforded the privilege to read
the newspaper.
The survey was conducted in Shreveport, Louisiana . Only one daily newspaper is
circulated in the city. Many respondents referred to the Living section. This section covers
society, with concentration to local news, events and people.
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Comments by Respondents

The following written comments were taken from the surveys. When remarks
were similar, they were tabulated and the number of times the remark appears is indicated
by the number at the end of the remark.

~

~
~

~
~

~
~
~

~
~

?
".
?
?

?
?
~

?
~

?

Legally blind and papers type not large enough to read . I would like to be able to read
the small print.
More coverage of African-American events is needed . - 4
Include more positive writing of African-Americans by African-Americans. - 1
Get more Black reporters and educate more Blacks.
Fair and equal coverage, positive and negative. - 3
More things in the paper that are positive about us. - 1
Realistic .
Improve positive coverage of African-Americans. - 2
Include things of interest in all communities - good and/or negative.
Be fair and report what is true about all events - good or bad.
Bring out more positive events. - 1
Make sure that there are equal opportunities for African-Americans.
Not so many negative things.
It is difficult to say (how to improve existing newspapers) because we contribute to
the negative attention we get. However, focusing on more positives would help.
Provide coverage of an ongoing event with current updates.
Spotlight Black Americans weekly for their accomplishments to the community. 
The African-Americans in the community play an important role. We must publicize
events and invite the media.
Develop an entity that specifically addresses interests that are pertinent to African
Americans.
Report the positive aspects. Promote both aspects of, or better yet, report the news as
the world is - be diverse - not one-sided and biased .
Hire more African-American journa1ists.
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